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SHARLENE KHAN: 


© Art on our Mind 


Alright. Hi, everyone. And welcome to our last Art 
on our Mind talk for this year. I'm going to start as 
people are still going to come in. And because 
Lallitha has a very long trajectory, it is lots of 
questions to ask. And she has lots of stories as 
well. Art on Our Mind was created with reference 
to Bell Hooks’s book Art on My Mind and it's a 
homage to the book and how Bell Hooks sincerely 
deals with notions of visuality and creativity within 
the African-American community — the range of 
visualities and creativities and seriousness with 
which she engages them within the African- 
American community, and it was_ certainly 


influential in my life and in my trajectory when | 


came across the book, and so Art on Our Mind was 
created as a research project three years ago. And 
what we wanted to do was basically give 
seriousness to South African women creatives of 
visual production. We have incredible South 
African visual artists, and they make amazing work 
but discourse is often lagging on their work, and so 
this research project is meant to actually 
encourage research on their work and to stimulate 
written discourse. So whether you are in the Cape 
Flats and your are a high school students or 
whether you are a researcher at Harvard, our 
research project aims to create an archive and to 
document South African women artists. And this 
ongoing archive is a primary research, so we have 
these creative dialogues with the chosen women 
artists and that's the primary research. So then 
every two or three months, we have these creative 
dialogues. And our volunteer research team 
spends two to three months generating questions 
that we ask the artist. But then we also find as 
much material as we can on the chosen artists and 
we take all of this material and we put it online, and 
so researchers can access easily this material. And 
what we're hoping is that we generate, we continue 
to generate articles of these amazing women 
because as history has shown us, is that even with 
wonderful creatives like Gladys Mgudlandlu, you 
can be the star at the time of the production but 
within the space of ten years you can be forgotten. 
And so we want to make sure that there's no 
reason to forget the amazing women artists that we 
have in this country. And so that's what the work of 
Art on our Mind is. And so we do the work of 


2 


LALLITHA JAWAHIRILAL: 


SHARLENE KHAN: 


LALLITHA JAWAHIRILAL: 


SHARLENE KHAN: 


LALLITHA JAWAHIRILAL: 


recuperating artists and we do the work of profiling 
and archiving amazing the women that we have in 
this country, and, sometimes, also _ just 
remembering the kind of eccentric madwomen we 


have in the country. Hi Lallitha. 
Hi. 


Okay. So today is a little bit of a joy for me, because 
let me Lallitha was my mentor and she's known me 
since | was 18 years old. I'm 42 now, so some of 
the madness that | am, | blame on her. And a lot of 
the greatness that | am, | owe to her. And so having 
this discussion today is really going to be a 
wonderful honor for me to have with you. | have no 
illusions that | can in anyway get through any of the 
questions that | have. But | know it will be a 
wonderful conversation, nonetheless. So — 


[interrupted] 


Can | just say something? Okay. | just want to 
thank all of you for coming and especially Pitika 
Ntuli — Prof Ntuli — and Antoinette. They’ve always 
been with me for many, many years. And | want to 
thank Sharlene, she's a wonderful, wonderful 
student of ours. She still is our student. | think she 
may think she's a professor but no, she is our 
student. [laughing] And all of you loving students | 
hope you are the best, for your exams and your 
creativity and your life. 


Okay, first up. Where were you born and what did 


your parents do for a living? 


Okay, | was born in Ladysmith, KwaZulu-Natal, and 


| grew up in an extended family. So it wasn't just 


SHARLENE KHAN: 


my parents. It was my grandfather was the head of 
the house and there were five brothers, my father 
was the elder brother. We had, | am not sure if we 
owned the farm but the five brothers used to go 
away to the farm. | think it was somewhere near the 
Drakensburg. My father had, | think about 50 cows 
and my uncle, the second uncle had a bicycle 
shop. And my grandfather had wealth, he was rich, 
he had a very big orchard and we lived jointly in the 
big house. Big Rooms, very tall, walls like this. At 
the back, when you go to the orchard and there’s a 
gate, you come out, there’s a river — the famous 
Klip River. So | was born there, at that famous river 
which is a very historic, beautiful place. The river is 
now dry but in those days it was really lovely. In 
front of our house is the Sanathan Dharma Sabha 
that used to belong to my great, to my grandfather's 
father's family. And when Gandhiji came to South 
Africa, he stayed there. So it's a historic place later, 
the family -— when I'm talking about my 
grandfather's father — they, either they donated it, 
or sold it for a small amount of money. And that's 
what they did for the first nine or ten years of my 
life and | grew up there, | played in that river, and, 
is that okay? 


Can you tell us a little bit about your childhood and 
growing up in the Ladysmith because the 
mountains and the riverscape of this little town had 
a lasting impact on your visuality, for instance, And 
there was floods, comes up repeatedly as a title, in 
your work or as a poetic incantation in your work, 
so can you discuss this in relation to one of your 
ideas called Fifty Cents Water? 


LALLITHA JAWAHIRILA: 


Fifty Cents. My grandfather, he loved children. So 
he loved us all but not just us he loved all children. 
And daily we used to sit | used to sit with him and 
the children on the street, he used to give them the 
fruit from our garden. And | was free, | was allowed 
to do what | liked because when | was born, my 
mother took me to a priest and she said that | was 
a unique child, gifted like, like you know, with divine 
gifts and they should not stop me from doing 
anything, so | could play in the river, | could, | spent 
my childhood in that river. | hated school. | had two 
sisters and one brother. They were very brilliant 
minded with Maths and English and_ very 
disciplined, neat and clean. But my two sisters 
used to top the standards in Maths and English, 
okay? They were also prefects, and | was untidy, 
[laughing] clumsy, but they loved me. My 
grandfather loved me and my parents also, | used 
to sleep with my Aunt, and | spent all my time in the 
garden, in the river playing. | knew when, when 
there was going to be a flood — we had regular 
floods — | used to go and warn them. | used to say, 
“There is going to be a flood”. And they would take 
me seriously, | was little, but they, they knew that | 
knew. And it was very simple. | didn't have any 
powers, but | used to watch, the worms would 
come out of the soil, it was very simple, but | didn't 
tell them that. [laughing] | let them believe that | had 
some power. And then they would move us to the 
marketplace and there would be a flood. Going to 
school was a struggle. My mother had to get two 
people to drag me to the school and | would jump 
on the desk and scream — and | had thick hair like 
my father's hair — and | would pull my band out and 
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the headmaster or the senior teacher was my 
grandfather's cousin. So he would then send my 
brother to buy sweets and pacify me. | hated 
school, but later | just went to school. So there were 
lots... Ladysmith is very beautiful. The river was 
very beautiful. And it is surrounded by mountains. 
And my father always told us stories of the war that 
took place there. And he used to take up, take us 
up to these mountains to the top and | used to have 
dreams and visions of African royalty living on the 
top of the mountain, you know, and so he used to 
take us right to the very top. So historically, there 
are no caves there with the African carvings or 
images, but there is a sense of spiritual aliveness. 
So Fifty Cents Water, later when | grew up... | was 
in Soweto, and now remember | grew up where 
there is a lot of water, there is a river, it's a flowing 
river. So later when | went, | went to Soweto and | 
was involved with the, you know, teaching arts to 
children — the children suffered a lot during the 
Apartheid times — and then | saw that the women 
of the house got up very early at five o'clock, and 
they were doing that washing and housework, and 
by seven, the water would stop for the whole day. 
So | thought there's so much of water in South 
Africa, but they get water for two hours. So when | 
went back to London, | did this painting called Fifty 
Cents Water. And that painting then got selected — 
Tim Hilton, the Art Critic of The Guardian, he loved 
my work. So he nominated me, six artists were 
nominated for the Discerning Eye Award at the 
Maar Galleries and | was Tim Hilton’s artist, before 
10 o'clock in the morning, Lord, Lord Gowrie was 
the Sotheby Chairman, he bought the painting. 
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And Tim Hilton was very upset, because he said 
that it's his privilege to buy the painting, but Lord 
Gaully sneaked in and bought the painting. | didn’t 
mind as long as the painting had a lovely house. 
So, the Duchess of York, Duchess Ferguson, she 
gave the award, | got an award from her. And on 
the night that they got the award — we six artists 
received awards — we had to go and it was many, 
many of the Lords and the upper-class British were 
there and they were clapping whenever my name 
was called out. My name has a special kind of 
feeling amongst the British, they just loved me 
[laughing] because of the name and | didn’t mind it 
at all. And here is us walking to go to the Duchess 
to collect my award. They were just clapping and 
clapping, | collected my award, and there were 
many other people. Many South Africans were 
there and you know. So that's the story of that 
painting. 


Okay, so that's a little bit about how you went to 
London. But how were you affected by those, by 
Apartheid growing up in Ladysmith? How were you 
affected by Apartheid? 


Okay, when | grew up, | grew up here in Fox Street. 
So | just grew up in, in nature basically with 
surrounded by my five uncles, grandfather that 
spoiled us, bought us everything that we wanted, 
so | was not affected by anything at that point 
okay? And | tell you why because the Indian 
community lived in the Indian area later on, by the 
time | was ten. This area then was closed off to us 
we had to move to the mountain area, that became 


the Indian area. This became the shop center, the 
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town area. Limit Hill was the area for the Coloureds 
which is quite far so you would never see a 
Coloured. So all | grew up seeing was Indians 
okay? So the Coloured township was quite far. The 
African Township is Ezakheni. Again you don't see 
the African Township. The only time you will see 
anyone is if you go to town, okay? And there was, 
you see everyone when you go to town, but my 
only interest at that time — | was small | was a child 
— so | loved reading and there was a White 
bookshop and | used to run there all the time to buy 
books. That's all. [laughing]. That was my, as a 
child. Later on... My, my childhood was, was 
obsessed with, do | go to school? Do | not go to 
school? What do | do? They all seem so brilliant 
and I'm not interested, that kind of thing. Apartheid 
came later on when for the first time when | went to 
Johannesburg, then when | went to Soweto, then 
Cape Town and then | realized that, | mean we 
knew, everyone knows there is Apartheid, but 
people, people in those areas, not like the city, 
Ladysmith is a small town, it's a jolly little town. 
They just live happily. It's like living in the 
Drakensburg. But if you lived in the city, it was 
different. You see. So when | grew up, | was, okay, 
I'll tell you what happened. | was selected for 
music. | have, my younger sister is a very good 
singer, but | was selected for high soprano and |, 
the class was there an, and an Afrikaner teacher 
came, he was fat and short and it was classical 
music and all | could see was his thumb — you 
know, they go like this like this. And | tried hard, | 
was trying to stifle myself, because the class was 
full and | am selected, it’s prestigious to be selected 
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for something for the first time in my life I’m 
selected. And laughter came out and | couldn't 
stop and | was, all | could see, | did not see his 
face, body, | just saw a fat thumb and it was the 
first time | saw an Afrikaner you know and | was 
kicked out of the class. So then | was selected for 
Afrikaans [laughing], so | was selected for 
Afrikaans, | was still young, and | thought oh my 
God, | can't even learn English now | have to learn 
Afrikaans. So there were a few students with me. | 
had no idea, | didn't read newspapers anything. But 
| said to them, look, do you want to learn Afrikaans 
because you know, we are not that intelligent, so 
they have to boycott the class and they believed 
me and we boycott it. We stood there and we 
refused and then we were, we left, that's it we didn’t 
have to learn Afrikaans, | was, it was accepted, our 


boycott was accepted. It was very easy, you know? 
And did you have art at school? 


No, we, okay, as far as schooling went, we had 
sports, we had English, Maths, Latin. Latin is a 
dead language and | had to learn amor, amas, 
amat all that, you Know, and we had art, we had an 
art teacher. He tried his best. He was a brilliant art 
teacher, but we didn’t learn, you know his limitation 
was, it was in an Apartheid state, so what he could 
teach was what, what the school is funded to teach. 
So really I, | didn’t know | was going to be an artist. 
| had no idea what was going to be my life. 
Everyone had a plan, so | couldn't even draw a 
straight line. [Laughing] So, so, no, not that kind of 
art where you draw portraits, where you do..., not 


what children are doing today okay? So but my 
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father... Okay the most important thing is | think 
that we were very protected because we grew up 
with values and my grandfather he used to love all, 
children all on the streets, whether they were 
African children, Indian children or White children. 
| remember there were two White children and they 
used to pull everyone’s ears, all the other children’s 
ears, they used to do that, but my grandfather used 
to call them and give them fruit as well and | used 
to say to him but they’re pulling everyone's ears, 
why are we giving them fruit and he said, love can 
change them, you know. And then my father used 
to say to us, that in life if you want to live life, he 
used to teach us, he said that you have to go where 
nobody else wants to go, that's and, that place is 
where the really poor live with this, where there are 
sick people go and help them and don't have, if 
anyone comes to your house, give them the best 
glass to drink in, because God comes in any form, 
right he used to teach us those sorts of thing. So 
and, and my mom was also very compassionate, 
like, if anyone would be abused -— like domestic 
violence for example — she would get totally 
involved in that craziness and | used to say to her, 
but why are you getting so involved and she's to 
see you very hard Lallitha, don't you see how he is 
beating her up. You know, they had love in the 
heart, so | grew up in a good, good setting, so! was 
protected that way. 


What kind of creativities did you grow up with at 


home? 


It's like this right? My sisters would study, the rest 


would study, | would through my bags when | came 
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from school, go to the — whether | lived in the river 
or the mountain go there — | used to play a game 
called Bongessi, you go in the sand and play and 
creativity around sand and rocks. | love the rocks, 
in the rocks in those mountains, there were a lot of 
artworks, | used to discover them, okay, and there 
were snakes as well. But | used to, | used to tell 
people this, that there was life before on these 
mountains, there was so many beautiful artworks, 
so | used to then take my sisters and all the friends, 
they were all very scared, but | used to take them 
into these mountains. That was my experience of 


art. 


So, so you went off after school and you studied 


nursing? 


No, what happened was after, so my sister then, 
my father said to me years ago, as | was growing 
up, | found a slide of Jerusalem. And | said to my 
father, I'm going to go to this place one day. That 
time | might have been about eleven. And my 
father said, “Lallitha you talk strange things. How 
will you go to that place? We don't have capital, we 
have land, but we don't have capital”. Then | said, 
“God will take me there, okay? Then my granny, 
she said, “Lallitha is really lazy, she doesn't like to 
do any housework. We should get her married off 
first.” Okay? Then | said to my father, | said, “I want 
to...”, then it came out of my mind and | thought, | 
think that was the divine, | said to my father, “No, 
no, no. I'm going to study art in the best schools of 
the world”. Then he looked at me and he said to 
me, “We belong to Apartheid country, which 


university can you go to? You know, you're not 
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White”. And he said, “If you have to go to 
Emmerson Dance School to learn dressmaking or 
flower arrangement or something”, and | thought, | 
have no idea how to do dressmaking and then | 
said to him, “No, it's not that one”. Then he said to 
me, “Then Lallitha, who will educate you? And | 
said, “God,” okay? So, after then, then my sister 
had a plan. My brother had a plan. | had no plan. 
So | had a friend, Queenie, her name was, she 
lived just down the road. So we both decided to get 
a job. We went to John Gordons and we got the 
job. | got the job in John Gordons. We were 
promoted within a week, we were so good to the 
office, okay? And | was promoted to the wages 


section. 
You and wages? 


Yes, so me and Queenie were the only females in 
that department and the rest were male, okay? And 
they said how did you get promoted and we said, 
“We are clever, we are brilliant”. Then | said to 
Queenie, “Look at the way we look, look at the way 
we dress. Nobody even appreciates us,” and, and 
that day we were going home and | saw a lady from 
Joburg and she had a hat on. She looked across — 
she looked African/Coloured, beautiful, tall, she 
had beautiful hat, hair and she walked with 
confidence, and | said, “Look at that, we should 
look like that”. Right? So | went up to her and said, 
“Ma’am, where do you come from?” And she said, 
“Johannesburg.” And | said to Queenie, “I! have to 
go to Joburg. | want to be like this person. She 
knows what she's doing.” So | went home and | 


applied to Coronation Hospital and | got accepted, 
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okay. [laughing] So my father — this was really 
funny — | got accepted, | mean | applied because | 
wanted to go to Joburg, not to do nursing, just to 
be like this, like a model and beautiful, | wanted to 
look beautiful because at that time, | was so 
clumsy, there was none, you know. Anyway, | got 
accepted and my father and mother, aunty, sisters, 
they took me in the car, and they left me in 
Coronationville. My father gave me five Rand 
because there is, then is residences and the 
Matron took my five Rand, [laughing] the matron 
took the five Rand... and we had family and my 
parents left, okay? They were told to leave. And 
then they asked me..., and then | found another 
friend and she was very smart. Her name was 
Usha and | said, “How do you look like that?” She 
said, “The first thing we have to do is get your hair 
cut and get it into style’. Okay, so she took 
[laughing] me to the hairdresser and they cut you 
know, made me look brilliant and then she said, 
“You can't wear the clothing like that, that is like 
village clothes, you have to, have to take you and 
get you dressed.” She said, “People will laugh at 
you.” Anyway when we went, when we went there, 
then | was sent to Baragwanath and this is where | 
opened my eyes, this is where my Apartheid and 
wisdom and everything, my compassion, | 
changed, | stopped thinking about how | should 
look or what | should do or anything. When we went 
to Baragwanath, they asked me what | want to do 
because they first try to see we you can fit in. | said 
| want to work where there is very, very sick people, 
possibly even children, so sick and | have to look 
after them, bath them and do everything. Now I’ve 
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never done that in my life, you know. I’ve never 
bathed anyone. But it came out of my mouth. So 
they put me in St. John's hospital for three months, 
where these are cancer patients, children puss 
oozing out of the eyes like that, smelling puss. | 
used to bath them. | felt, developed real love you 
know. Then | came out.. And now Soweto was the 
most dangerous time in that.., you can get raped 
you can get murdered but | used to walk from there 
because our sleeping quarters was in the hospital, 
it was about a half, | walked alone? Buy my packet 
of chips and walk totally unafraid and no one would 
touch me, you know. Go back and then the nurses 
were very astounded, they loved me. And then | 
saw for the first time my colleagues were African 
and Coloureds and Indians and | saw the Africans 
were just as brilliant as the Indians, they all had the 
equal brain capacity and | said, we’ve been taught 
wrongly, you understand? And simultaneously at 
that time in Johannesburg, Steve Biko, the Black 
Conscious Movement that the ANC and PAC were 
exiled, you dared not talk about that, because it 
was dangerous, they’d just lock you up, torture you, 
all these things that were going on. And my mom 
used to keep phoning and she would always say, 
she'll phone from a call box, because my mom was 
always suspicious of me that I'll do something 
wrong. She'd only say two words, “Lallitha, | want 
you.” But it had big meaning. And she put the 
phone down and | used to think, you know my mom 
already saw the future. Anyway, so that's how | 
changed. | stopped thinking about myself. Then in 
Baragwanath Hospital, | saw so many men, big 
men right, on wheelchairs. They were damaged by 
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the Apartheid system, on wheelchairs, the top half 
would work you know, they teach them to use this 
playball, they were all, you know these were, it's 
difficult to explain because you don't know you’re 
young, you didn’t grow up there. | also did not grow 
up there but for people who grew up in the 
townships, who grew up in the cities, this was the 
reality. Okay, so then Usha was very good, my 
friend, she was from Lenasia, very broad-minded, 
then she used to take me around. And now this is 
the most interesting things, in Johannesburg, in 
Coronationville — Coronationville was the Coloured 
area, okay? Fordsburg was the Indian area, they 
had big gangs. In Fordsburg big gangs, in Soweto. 
So each area would have gangs and when | mean 
gangs, what you have now is like, is nothing. Those 
days, those were gangs. And whenever the nurses 
would be in trouble, they would call me to negotiate 
on their behalf with the gangs. [laughing] So there 
|... you know, because sometimes remember | had 
to take because one of the gangs men fell in love 
with one of the nurses, who was a married woman. 
And he was threatening to keep her and so they 
approached me a few of them. Then | had to take 
them Fordsburg, have a meeting with the head of 
the gang, the leader, above that — | won't 
mentioned their names — so and they listened to 
me and they said, “Okay, the best thing is she has 
to leave this area tonight. We will arrange it and let 
her get out, get to Durban”. That sort of thing you 
understand? So | had a relationship with the gangs. 
The gang member. So | was free In 
Coronationville, | could move anywhere, | could 


you know, | had, so there were some people who 
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said, they said to me, “You have a power”. | said, 
“No, I'm just not afraid.” | said, “The moment you 
are afraid, people pick up on it.” It’s like animals, if 
you are afraid, a dog will pick up, a snake will pick 
up. But if you are not afraid, they also they also 
have fear. You understand? | said, the gangster is 
a human being like me. He has the mind, body and 
soul like me. So why should | be afraid of him? You 


understand? 


So how do you go from, from that point, to then, via 
the Middle East and then ending up in London and 
enrolling at the prestigious Camberwell School of 
Arts? 


Okay that's it you see. It was never any plan of 
mine. | had no plan, | was just like, getting involved 
with solving problems with gangs then, you know, 
but what happened was, | became very 
compassionate about social work, children. 
Children were being killed in the townships, this 
you know, there are... Pitika is here, Antoinette, it's 
the truth they were being killed. The life in the, the 
townships were horrible. It was horrible. If you go 
to Soweto now, | am sure it has changed now but 
it was horrible. They were just like, even a dog was 
treated better. You know, a dog would be given a 
loaf of bread. But if, if an African man was hungry, 
he worked the whole day, he would go to a 
Portuguese shop to buy bread, they will kick him 
out. They will beat him up, you know. That's what 
life was like, it was so dangerous. One time even... 
I'm not talking just about Africans. One time my 
uncle got locked up. He was just walking ladies at 
New Year's Eve. And it's nothing to do with colour 
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because he's quite fair looking, he’s Indian, and 
they locked him up. So, you know, it's like that, if 
you were not White it was dangerous on the street, 
it was dangerous everywhere. So, then I, | then got 
involved with the, you know, in even amongst the 
Whites there were some wonderful people, okay? 
And | knew | could not live it, if | lived in South 
Africa, | will get involved here. | wanted to get out, 
okay? There was some wonderful White people. 
And there was a Jewish old lady, and she helped 
me, she gave me a fur coat and a bicycle. | sold 
both, the fur coat and the bicycle for a huge amount 
of money. And then they, they took that they said 
that's the inspiration we want and a whole lot of 
other people came and they bought my ticket to the 
Middle East, okay? And they said when you go 
there, they gave me an address, somebody will 
come pick you up and then from there you are on 
your own, okay? So that's what | did when | went 
to them... | went to Israel, to Tel Aviv. | had, | had 
no skills, you understand, but the house that | was 
taken to, they were so good, and they have a... 
when you come that day, the first thing is it's called 
the ‘Land of Milk and Honey’ for the Jewish people 
but not for the Palestinians. So now | do not look 
Jewish, | look more Palestinian but, but there are 
many Indian-Jews, so they thought | had come 
there to live permanently. So when | arrived, they 
give you coffee and sandwiches, they treat you 
well, you know? So, but that's when | started doing 
portraits. | started, | then discovered | could sit and 
draw somebody, and it was beautiful. And | was 
getting money and | would go and change my 
money into dollars in the black market okay? And 
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and then | found there were many like me — South 
Africans. This was a route. | mean, we're not 
supposed to talk about these things. But then | 
saved up through the black market and got to 
London and the first thing, and then | arrived in 
London — | had a friend in London in Wimbledon — 
but | arrived in London, | think it was at a train 
station, and | sat there, | couldn't believe it. | saw 
Black people dressed up, normal lives, when | 
mean Black | am including myself and everyone 
that's... and | thought but this is like paradise. | 
couldn't think you know? [laughing] There was no 
fear, they were all mingling and moving around. So, 
| get to Wimbledon and then from there, my friend 
helped me, and | then said that | have compassion. 
| know how to draw. | did, | had lots of..., | also did 
lots of paintings, oil paintings, okay? And | wrote a 
lot, | had the natural thing of writing prose, the 
different kind of writing. So | then went, | don't know 
Antoinette and Pitika if you remember Tooting Bec 
and Tooting Broadway, there is a lot of mentally ill 
people there in those areas, full in the streets and 
| thought to myself, if | have to live this life, | have 
to help them now, the mentally ill. | have to find out 
how | can help them and | met a Professor Burke, 
and he was from St. George's Hospital, he was 
West Indian, he said to me, “You will be very 
valuable to help them, to help some of the 
psychotic patients...” [laughing] he said to me, 
“,..because everyone's scared of them. But you 
could bring things out of them, what causes their 
mental illness.” So, | then said | would study art 
therapy but you have to do it through a hospital 
connected to St. George's hospital, a teaching 
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section, right? So, | went to Tooting Bec and | met 
the what do you call it, he works with clay, the art 
therapist — he was German. And he looked at my 
portfolio he said, “You're very stupid, you know”, 
and | said, “Why?” He said, “why?” He said, “Why?” 
He said, “Do you want to do this?” | said, “Not really 
but | have to, | have to get into something, study 
something, establish a way here in London 
because where else do | go?” He said to me, “You 
take your portfolio.” He said, “These are brilliant. 
And you take it to Camberwell School of Art.” So, | 
thought, well, if he says that | have to listen to him. 
So | then wrote to Camberwell School of Art. There 
are five in the London colleges and Camberwell is 
one of them and they called me for an interview. 
So | took my portfolio and | went there. And there 
there were all these lecturers and they were 
looking, they looked through my work, they looked 
through the writings and there was one in 
particular, Phil Amy, and he said to me, “What did 
your grandfather do?” So | told him, “He was the 
head of the house.” [Laughing] | never knew what 
my grandfather did, | only knew that he gave us 
money and we bought sweets and | never, but | 
knew he was, he was the head, he was in charge 
you know. He was very powerful and he was so 
lovely, you know? And | said, “But he did writing.” 
He wrote, my grandfather wrote, but he wrote 
history he was a brilliant man. He said, “Then 
where do you get this from?” And | thought to 
myself, well, what do | say? Then | said, “Well, | 
don't know.” Then, then | realized my mom used to 
do a lot of artwork. She could draw and my mom 
was very intelligent. She but she, she did up to 
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Standard Two because | asked | said why didn't 
you, | said you so clever, you are so intelligent. 
Why did you finish schooling? She said, “No, 
because your father saw me and then, then...” 
[laughing] They... Those days they got married 
young. And she said they came for a proposal and 
then my gran, you know, my granny agreed to get 
her married to my father. | said, okay. Then | told 
him, | said, look, realistically, | don't come from a 
big art family but my, historically Gandhi lived there 
and my grandfather's brothers, my grandfather's 
father's brothers were all involved with Gandhi. 
You know so that was my only claim to fame. 
[laughing] And apart from that, | never learned 
anything about art, writing, my sisters were 
extremely intelligent, my brother also but like | 
didn’t, | just could draw my thing. So they said, 
okay, you come, you got to place and they gave 
me one year foundation. You know, you do learn 
everything, sculpture, painting. After that one year, 
if you pass, you select a subject. There were 60 of 
us and they were, jewelry-making, many things. Do 
you know something? Those 60 people that were 
there, they were from across Britain, but there were 
many upper-class people because at that time, 
everything was funded by Inner London Education 
Authority. So, they were getting funding. | was very 
lucky for some reason, for some reason, at the end 
of the year, three of us topped the class, | was one 
of them. | could not believe it. Really, if today even 
today, you ask me how to did happen, | don't know 
but | topped the class and the teacher said to me, 
“Well, you are, you’ve got a place, you don't have 
to apply. You got a place for BA Honors at 
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Camberwell School of Arts. But you, we won't stop 
you if you want to go to Chelsea or other schools, 
but your place, we are giving your place, and the 
Africa Education Trust with the support of my 
brother, Professor Ntuli, Molefe Pheto and all of 
those, | got my scholarship there, right? And, and 
that was it. And when | did my BA Honors at 
Camberwell School of Arts, the five inner London 
Schools, they are very prestigious. If you get in 
there, these are top colleges, okay? It's 
Goldsmith's and Chelsea. These five, so anyway, 
what happened was the people that come there 
they are a lot of upper-class people, even | think 
somebody from the royal family was there because 
she had two bodyguards, and you have to establish 
style, right? And this time my style was that... What 
happened was | applied for a..., in my first year | 
applied for competition in Taiwan, Japan 
[laughing] 


What was your style? What was your style? 


| had no style then but | applied for this competition 
and my teacher said you don't even have a style, 
in Japan [Taiwan] in Taipei the top artist get in. 
How you even going to show anything? So | hada 
few days to establish a style, okay? [laughing] And, 
then get the work going. So in printmaking daily | 
was etching and going like this. And that was it, and 
you know that moon bird, that style, these figures, 
these images, simple images. And my lecturer 
came, he said, that's it. You got it. This is the one 
that's going. And | got in, | got the competition, | 
won a prize in Japan [Taiwan], okay? | won a prize. 


And when | won the prize, this was in my first year, 


21 


okay? Then | realized it is not how you can paint or 
how you, it's your style that nobody else in the 
world has, okay? And then our teacher, our Head 
of Department, Wendy Smith, everyone was 
scared of her because she, she knew everything. 
She was smart, you know, she was she was like 
royalty and there | am, you know, like a nothing, 
and she looked at me with interest, suddenly they 
were opening the door to me, and | thought, “Ahhh 
this is good.” Then | began and | got first class 
honors for painting, printmaking, even art history. 
When | was in South Africa if you asked me who is 
Michelangelo, | had no idea, right? So, | got first for 
art history, for everything, | was highly commended 
for other things and lecturers were opening the 
door to me, okay, and Wendy Smith respected me 
and then, when... And | was the first, first again the 
three toppers, the first three, okay? And they said 
to me now London Institute will show our work — 
the toppers from the five colleges. So | was one 
show in London, and once that happens, then 
Slade School, Royal College of Art, Royal 
Academy invited me, | didn't have to apply to come 
there with, for an interview for a Masters, okay? So 
| went to, | decided I'm a painter. | went to Royal 
College, and Michael — again the Germans -— | 
seem to have a relationship with Germans. 
[laughing] It was Michael Heindorff, he was a 
senior lecturer, he's a German, he sat there and he 
looked at my work. And he said to me, “Can you 
tell me about these paintings?” And | had no idea, 
| just knew that | had a style and | was painting 
images and, landscape, you know these are the in 


things, you have to, when you're an artist, you got 
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to be smart, you got to see what the world wants, 
you know, because you got to live as well. But you 
also bring your creativity in, okay? So he said to 
me, “You know, this is a brilliant, what are you 
painting?” So | said, “Spirits.” But spirits mean, not 
ghosts. Spirits mean that what we don't see, that 
energy in us, that, that divine power that, that... For 
me by now | knew, | can’t be doing all these things, 
there is definitely a divine power helping me. | that 
was so useless in everything, you know, there is a 
divine power, helping me because | just, | just want 
to go back to my school day to tell you, show you 
how useless | was. My mom, my mom...[laughing] 
my mom said to me, “Lallitha...”, my sister was 
selected for netball. Remember the two sisters are 
prefects, they are toppers in the whole standard. 
She said to me, “Why didn't you do sports this 
year?” And she made me a lovely white outfit. And 
she said to me, “You, you must run. And you know, 
my, | used to have some | don't know if you can 
relate to me, I'm not lying. When | was nine years 
old, | used to lie in bed and | used to feel myself, 
my spirit like, you know, like a blissful sensation 
and rising up, you know, and | used to feel like, | 
can do things. | could run. But the mistake | made 
was inwardly | could run, but | had not brought it 
into my physical body, you understand? So | said 
to my mom, don't worry. | will run and because | am 
powerful, | can run [laughing] Because in my sleep 
state and in that state | was flying. So | could fly 
and | could do all these things, but in the body | 
couldn't do it, so, what happened was, here | go in 
with my beautiful white lacy dress. “On your marks, 


get set’, and | was running and running, and 
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running [laughing] and | got to the end and | am 
last. [laughing] | pulled my ribbon out — and | had 
thick hair — pulled it out, threw it and | began 
stamping my feet and burst into loud tears 
screaming and crying. And the teachers that were 
supposed to go to number one, two and three that 
that won, they thought something bad happened, 
they all, everyone ran to me. | became the center 
of attention. And my mother said to me, “Lallitha 
even though you came out last, but you still took 
the center of attention.” [laughing] And it was like 
that you see, you understand? | had the inner 
feeling to do everything, and, but | had realized 
later when | was at, in London that | had to put it 
into the body and the mind, and that's what | 
learned to do. So | looked at Michael Heindorff and 
| said to him, “You know whose my favorite artist?” 
And | said, “Baseliltz and Penck”. They are 
German. [laughing] Right? Because | knew | got to 


... [intervened] 
Play the man... 


But | did love their work, and | said, “Don't you see 
the similarities?” | said, “Il would love, | would love 
to go to Germany.” | did all this. And he said, “You 
know”, he said, “If you read what you're writing, that 
stuff is brilliant, it's a little bit mad, but”, he said, “Its 
brilliant”. He said, “Where did you learn to write like 
that?” | said, “I don't know.” And he said to me... 
So, anyway, | got in ... [intervened] 


So, you went on and, so you finished in 1989 you 
finished your MA at the Royal College of Art? 


Yes. 
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And then you in 1989 were nominated because you 
didn't apply, you were nominated... 


...for the residency at Delfina. Yes. 
How did this happen? 


Okay | just, before | go there, | just want to finish 
this. Africa Education Trust again funded me, but 
the Royal College said to me, “Lallitha we are very 
impressed with you, we would like to fund you.” So 
| said to them, “Do you give holiday money?” But 
they said they can’t give me holiday money but 
they will fund my full thing. Africa Education Trust 
said we give holiday money, then | said, “No | will 
take that funding”, so you understand? | just want 
to show you how you have to be. You have to be 
smart as well, you Know? So anyway, | then finish 
my, Ken Kiff loved my work, Michael Heindorff 
loved my work, and Tracey Emin was my 
neighbour, we used to drink tea — she’s very 
famous now, her work gets sold for one million 
more now. So she was, you know, like the 
students, studios were big, like this big, big studio, 
we used to have tea a lot together. When | finished 
at the Royal College, then what happens, you 
decide what you're going to do. So | again, | had 
no plan, because you have to have a plan. | mean 
to come back to South Africa, you're not going to 
get a position just like that, you know so | thought 
okay, there was a Spanish artist there and he said 
to me, “Would you like to come to Delfina Studios 
with me? | am guaranteed a space because I'm 
Spanish. You won't get to place but you can come 


with me and have a look.” So | said well, I'll go with 
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him because I'm interested to see what the studios 
look like. And he said Delfina is from Spain she is 
one of the richest women of Spain. She is an art 
patron, so | went with him and, and really in 
London, it's the, she’s the art patron you know, she 
can make you very famous. And | said to him you 
are really lucky, you know, and | saw the space and 
| came back. And about two or three days later 
Michael Heindorff called me, there was a phone 
call, and he called me and he said, “Are you free? 
Can you go for an interview in Chelsea?” Then | 
said, “Well, | haven't applied for anything.” He said, 
“No, no, we nominated you for something but also 
Delfina likes your work and she wants to meet you.” 
So when | went there to Chelsea it was Delfina and 
some curators, but they linked to Delfina studios. 
So | went and sat there and the first question — they 
supposed to ask me questions — but | said to them, 
“Are any of you artists?” They said, “No.” Then | 
said, “Then how can you interview me?” Okay? It 
didn't mean to come out like that, and then Delfina 
said, “Il like her.” [laughing] She said there's no 
interview, that's it you are coming, you're in. 
[laughing] And that was it. | was in Delfina Studios. 
And normally she gives two years, two years full 
residency. She said to me, Lallitha, I'm giving you 
three years, okay? She loved me, wherever she 
used to go, | used to go with her, you know? 
[laughing] She was wonderful, she was, she was 
married to Digby Squire. She was 62 at the time, 
he was 32. He was like a Lord and she was so 
generous. He was also generous. They were 
wonderful people, they had lots of exhibitions for 


us, and it was really, really nice being in this. 
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People used to come in and buy our paintings. 
Some people used to come in, psychiatrists, they 
see there’s this element of madness, | want that 
painting. | said, “| don't mind as long as | get the 
money.” [laughing] You understand? But you 
know, art is like that, it is like a thin line between 
sanity and insanity because you, art comes from 
cosmic consciousness, not from this physical body. 
The mind is only a bundle of thoughts, it's not a 
physical organ, you know, and the soul if you can 
tap into soul energy, it's that what takes you to 
these great places and that's where, to the divine 
places. That's where the art comes from. You 
know, creativity. So, so that's, that's my 
relationship with Delfinia Studios. She loved me 


and ... [intervened] 


So during your time in London, you were part of the 
South African Exile Community, which included a 


lot of creatives. 
Yes. 


What was it like to be a part of this community? And 


how did that influence your work? 


Yes. But when, when | was in London from the time 
of Camberwell, my best friend was Sue, Sue was 
a Jamaican, she was from the West Indies. She, 
she was doing the jewelry making, right. And then 
| had lots of other friends, Gale Dickenson, many 
of the other British artists, but in the evening | lived 
amongst the refugees, migrants, immigrants 
community, and these included South Africa, 
Zimbabwe, Somalia, Sudan, Ethiopia, Bangladesh, 
and the people from India. They were migrants, 
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they were not, not they were not refugees because 
they had no such problems, Turkish and Kurdish. 
And, and then towards the latter end, people from 
Eastern Europe came. So these were the 
immigrants, migrants population and_ then 
professor Ntuli, Molife Petto and many of the South 
Africans, anti-apartheid, they had many art forums, 
poetry readings, and we spent many, the first time 
| met, Antonette it's like she's been my sister for 
many birds. We just got on and at her house many 
poetry readings, at the Africa Art Centre, many 
drama, many South Africans would come there. 
Miriam Makeba and all these people they would 
come, famous people too. And if they were not 
there, then my life would be very dead. They were 
the foundation. You know, the British was beautiful, 
also going to college. | suffered no racism 
whatsoever, | was loved from the Lords downwards 
and upwards, this way. | just had a wonderful time 
in London. And then | also got involved with the 
refugees in their housing projects. And we had 
many exhibitions that were curated by our the 
Professor Ntuli, he was one of the members there, 
one of the directors. At Islington, we had, we used 
to hire all these vans and take all our works. And it 
was so much of fun. A lot of poetry readings then. 


Tell me a little bit about that co-op that you guys 


...[intervened] 
A lot of ...[intervened] 


The housing co-op. 
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Yes, again with the refugee housing action group, 
| was a treasurer, me and Sue, ...[laughing] and we 


had no knowledge on money matters. 


Yes this is what surprises me about this information 
that is coming. Lallitha and money don't go 
together. | know she is very generous, that's the 


problem. 


And | asked them, why do you make me the 
treasurer? They said because we know you will 
never steal our money [laughing]. You are very 
honest, you and Sue are very honest. So we both 
were the treasurers okay? Yes that's it, everything 
| had | like to give away but that's that life is like that 
you should, it should flow, money should flow you 
should not cling on you know. 


She bought her .... [inaudible 00:55:25] in that way. 


My sister for example, you know, she used to 
always say to me, you know sometimes I'm very 
tempted to give you money but | don't think I'm 
giving you, | will just, when you need something 
you ask. Because you immediately will give it 
away. [laughing] you understand. But there is a joy 
in giving. This act, you feel so wonderful. It's like 
sharing and caring. So | was a treasurer, but not 
only that, when refugees would come at that time 
we were getting a lot of Tamil refugees because 
they had a problem in Sri Lanka, then you got, they 
just come in, they don't have clothing, remember 
London is cold, and they don't have homes to live 
in. And there were people like me, Busi, Shane, 
and all the South Africans too, you remember 
Antonette, all, but now they are coming they don't 
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even have a coat, so they were providing all that, 
people, food and you know, getting together, 
getting functions together but then just not have a 
function of feeding anyone, they will have poetry 
reading with it. They'll have some art displays, and 
that sort of thing. Many, many, but also | got 
involved with the anti-racist forum. Because in 
England, you also have the Nazi group, there, you, 
you, don't meet them that much. But the 
Easterners face a lot of racism. So we used to 


invite them also to all our forums. 


So you also started doing work with Benji Francis 


and others? 


Yes, all this was voluntary work after, after college, 
l, you know, coming home then we used to do all 
these other things. Then Benji used to come to 
London and in 1984 | regularly used to come to the 
Africa Art Center. The reason why | liked that, 
because through that network we used to go to 
Soweto, we used to go to the different townships 
and we used to then do art or children used to 
come, and | am not just talking about children — 
children because in those days, the teenager or the 
college children because remember there was no, 
there was no safety in university, so they used to 
come there, and | used to teach, | was the painting 
teacher. 


So you mentioned your trip to Spain in 1990 which 
also seems to be a point at which you were 
influenced a lot by this trip, your trip to Spain. Can 
you tell us a little bit about how it spiritually 


impacted your work? 
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Yes what happened was my father left his body in 
1992. Now in this life, in this life in that time, my 
favorite was my grandfather. | loved him the most. 
And then my father after that, and my mom of 
course, but |, my father and me got on. So, my 
father left the body. | was in, | went to Ladysmith, 
but | had to immediately leave because | was 
nominated for the prize at the Mall Galleries. So | 
went to the Mall Galleries and got the prize to get 
to the Delphinia Studio, and | was just crying a lot. 
And Delphinia said to me, she called me in the 
office and she said to me, stop howling, | also lost 
my father. She said to me, you going to Spain. She 
said, you go to Spain, for three months. Now the 
house in Spain, there is a catch in this because she 
sent artists there before and they all ran away and 
| looked at her and | said, what's wrong with that 
house in Spain? She said, well, you know, you 
know, in 19 when my father died, | had to have, | 
had to have something on this earth. So | read a 
book on Sai Baba. And he said, | found my Guru. 
This is my new father. Okay. So | told Gail, it's a, 
it's a story that precludes Spain, | said, Gail we are 
going to India, Gail was from the Royal College. 
She was the one who lived— she went with the JCM 
into the, to Turkey and this stayed in the tent, now 
Tracey and me then put up an exhibition and about 
this tent and it did very well and Gail, | said to Gail, 
now you are coming into India with me. So me and 
Gail go to India, right? We supposed to go to Sai 
Baba. And we were stranded for one month in the 
North because there was fighting going on it was 
too dangerous in the train. So we ended up going 
to Rishikesh and we stayed in Shirdi Baba Ashram, 
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okay. There in the Shirdi Baba Ashram, from the 
river we took the auto rickshaw and | said to him to 
take us to the Ganges and this rickshaw driver was 
driving for over an hour and | thought we had been 
kidnapped. So he said to me, | said, “Where are 
you taking us? We are two people from London.” 
He said, “No, no, no, don't worry. We are going.” 
We left at seven, it's nine o'clock he brings us to a 
place. He said, and he drops us there. When we 
get in there, there they say, “We waiting for you.” 
We were notified that you were coming from Delhi 
| said, “Well, nobody, | didn’t know anything about 
it.” It was some kind of divine planning. They said, 
“No, no, we’re expecting you.” And as they were 
waiting they did the art thing, they said your 
accommodations ready, and we had 
accommodation for 10 days and free food. And so 
we stayed there and from there we went to Sai 
Baba. When we get to Sai Baba, it was on 
Christmas Day. Okay so | said to Gail don't worry, 
we are in Gail, we are in. Because we are from the 
Royal College. Sai Baba ignored us totally for three 
weeks. He didn’t even look at us. And Gail got 
diarrhea and she, and you know where they gave 
us a commendation in the shed on the floor the last 
two beds. Luckily | had a sleeping bag and, and 
there was a sick smelly dog sleeping next to Gail, | 
said Gail, didn’t you have a bath, it is stinking in 
here. She said Lallitha, | thought the same because 
you, there were beds with over 60 people sleeping 
there on the floor. Small bed, it was famous 
Ashram. Anyway, he not is totally and | thought but 
we were getting like front line. Then Keith 


Critchlow, who was the art critic, not, Keith 
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Critchlow who was my professing art history, he 
was there and he designed the hospital and | said 
to Gail. “You know what Gail, | never attended his 
lectures, | used to get people to sign in.” | said this 
is going to be very difficult because now because 
we have got to meet him. And you know, so 
anyway, he understood and there | was meeting, 
and then Simon, who was the Islamic design 
student in Royal College did his masters there, he 
is designing the windows for the hospital in, but 
then | thoughts, that's why we came here. You 
understand? So we get the blessings and we 
leave. When we come back to London, when we 
come back to London, | didn't put a photo of Sai 
Baba on my desk so Delphina said, “Lallitha, you 
are going to the house and you are going to 
establish your artistry in residence, two artists are 
there already and don't run away and you take the 
photo of Sai Baba and put it there.” Then | said, 
“What's wrong with the house?” She said, “It's 
haunted. Okay, right so we get to Spain and the 
two artists that — the one is a British artist she, she, 
she's known, but we friend. And the other one 
again she's German, she is a German artist. They 
two are sleeping in the courtyard not in the in the 
house. And | thought that strange. There is so 
many rooms in the house but they sleep in the 
courtyard. Okay. So my room is there, | go into the 
room to sleep and at 12 o'clock at night, | felt like, 
like a hand was shaking me. [laughing] Pulled my 
hand or something. | jumped out bed, grabbed my 
thing and | went into the courtyard, joined them. 
Now in the courtyard you have, its like this open 
space, and then you have rooms there. And | 
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moved into one of those rooms, put Sai Baba’s 
photo, put Christ’s photo, and a candle. Then the 
next Monday | said to them while you sleep here, 
they said they scared. Anyway, so we had a 
meeting that day | said look, that ghost and we 
have to live in this house for three months. Right? 
So we have to make peace with each other. And 
so we went in and we have to go, we have to light 
the candle we have to we have to play and find out 
from the villagers what happened. What happened 
was during ancient times, the pirates, somebody 
came and committed suicide there. There is a deep 
well there. So anyway, we prayed and we prayed 
to that spirit that we are not here to harm you, you 
can remain here, happily and we will all live 
together and you know from that day onwards the 
house became peaceful, and many artists arrived. 
By the end of about three weeks, we had about 20 
artists, the house was full. We had sculptors, 
painters, everything. And the village was so happy. 
They started calling us to be, to bless the animals. 
So we used to go with Christ’s photo, Sai Baba’s 
photo and candle and we place it there. And we 
became like famous. But, | have to tell you this one 
story, okay: | used to be very blissful. | used to 
naturally grow very high. | did not drink alcohol. | 
did not take any drugs and | was a vegetarian. | 
had this, they had a cook for me. Right so | was the 
only vegetarian. The others were eating fish and 
other things. But when they saw my food — all these 
other artist, they said your food is good. It's 
interesting, this is horrible food, and they all start 
eating my food. So it changed into vegetarian. 
Okay. Then there, they don't have coffee houses, 
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they have like, they have a get-togethers there, like 
in Germany. They celebrate, food, they don't have 
coffee. So sometimes in the evening we used to 
go, and | never drank coffee. | drank tea sometimes 
but mainly | have a glass of water. They were two 
drug dealers. And because | was naturally high, the 
next day they arrived in our house and they wanted 
to know if they could sell us drugs. Then we said 
none of us take drugs, they said, they looked at me 
and they said she is high on something. Then | said 
to them look, no really, | don't take that. I'm just 
divinely high. And then | said to them, they were 
young boys. | said, why are you wasting your time 
with drugs? Why don’t you do some service in, 
there are many places in the world where you can 
save the children, you can do many things. And | 
began, we began talking to them like that. You 


understand? 
So if | understand it. How entertaining it was. 


It was so funny. And one day I, we used to walk 
there was also, we had Chinese artists there, we 
had, one day | used to walk in the village and | was 
sitting and the children they used to call me 
beautiful in the in Spanish in and | sitting like this, 
and the photographer came and took my photo and 
put it in a photographic exhibition and got first prize. 
Came back and rushed to me, and gave me — | will 
send you a picture of that, | have still got the 
photograph, and he said I'm so grateful to you, I'm 
now established in photography. I've got prize. You 
understand? So | had a lot of fun. But | just wanted 
to say that they — the artist, they used to see the 
photo of Sai Baba and Christ, they said to me, “If 
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you believe so much in divinity, prove it to us. We 
want you to extend your time here by another 
month. Prove it you can do it.” So | said well, 
financially | have to go back to London. | have to 
paint, | have to sell paintings, | have to earn, okay. 
| can't do it, and | can’t challenge the divine to you 
know give me a month. But | said that since you 
are challenging, let the divine hear you and let's 
see what they do. So | got a phone call the next 
day by Delphina, she said Lallitha, | have very good 
news. You've got the Pollock Krasner award for 
$18,000. She said, Delphina is on the phone and 
she said I'm so proud of you let me tell you are 
$18,000 richer. You received the Pollock Krasner 
award from America. Then | said, okay Delphinia 
then, then do you want me to rush back to the 
studio because now the ghost is happy. We are 
happy, many artists are coming here. She said to 
me, she said to me, that no, I'm giving you 
extended extension of a month. That's what they 
challenged, you understand? And we_ got 


extension within the week, of a month. 


So okay | have got a lot more questions to ask you. 
So you've told us quite a bit about some of the 
highlights — [intervened, in the sweet ways that old 
people do when they are having fun sharing their 
stories. ] 


| just want to tell, Sharlene, one more thing. | took, 
[laughing] | said to | said to the people in the studio, 
| have to go to Barcelona. | have to see the artwork 
there. So | took a bus and went to Barcelona, they 
bought me the ticket. | went there and | was shown 


around you know, coming back, coming back at 
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about 12, | was before reaching Casa Manilva, | got 
up to go to the toilet and the bus left, and | was 
stranded in that area. And | came out from the 
toilet, it was a five-minute thing, and my bus was 
gone. And there | was, without a bus, without 
luggage. In Spain | have no idea where | was so | 
was going like this, like that, like that. [waving] And 
they and they understood me, so | said you know, 
that they asked me for a number and they phoned 
the place, the next bus came and picked me up and 
brought me there and they were waiting for me in 
Casa Manilva. So there was so good, the Spanish 


really loved me. 


Thank you, so, besides the award, you also won 
the foundation grant for $13,000 in 1994 and by 
that time you were firmly established as part of the 
London Art scene. So how do you then leave all of 
this to then take up position, a lecturing position at 
the University of Durban in 1994? 


In 1994, we were all invited to the South African 
consulate. Professor Ntuli, all of us, all the South 
Africans. They said because Nelson Mandela is 
going to be inaugurated. Okay. So we go there and 
nobody has a plan, none of us. None of us that's 
living in London. Nobody. Nobody knows what they 
going to do, because again, you coming back to a 
post-apartheid society, it’s like from apartheid to 
post-apartheid, you need a space, right? So | was 
thinking now what to do because again | have got 
work, it doesn’t matter. Right, | then get a phone, | 
get a dream. | get a dream from Sai Baba. And he 
says to me in my dream, “Go and serve me for six 


years in South Africa, and after that you will live 
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with me.” Okay? And in my dream | said yes. The 
next morning at 6am London time, | get a phone 
call. And the person on the line, he said “My name 
is Vedant Nanackchand.” So with a name like 
Vedant Nanackchand, it is like “Vedas”, so | 
thought it’s a call from India. So | said, are you 
calling from India? He said no, South Africa. So | 
said, well, | don't know you. He said, he said, I'm 
from University of Durban Westville, would you like 
to work here? So | said, yes. [laughing] | didn’t even 
ask him, | didn’t even ask him what capacity or 
anything? He said, fine, I'll send you all the details. 
And that was it. Okay. And then he sent the, you 
know, that contract of lectureship and so on. And 
before | knew it, it happened so fast, it worked 
really fast. They shipped everything, and they put 
me for one month in Holiday Inn, and took me to 
the university there and the position was painting 
literature, okay. Professor Ntuli was taken to Wits 
as a senior lecturer. So what they were doing, they 
were bringing people over. So that's how, but the 
same week, now look at how, you know, you really 
have to believe in a very high power. That power 
we Call God, we call divine in whatever country you 
come from, whether you're African, whether you 
are Indian, whatever, we have a culture, and that 
culture establishes a religion and way of worship. 
You have to believe in it because your ancestors 
know, the ancestors knew better. They taught us 
and we have to follow, we have to learn. See, | 
knew what | learned from my parents. My mom was 
excellent. She taught us many human values, you 
know. And | kept it up. | was never ashamed of my 


divinity of who | was, and yet | respected everyone 
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else, all of the divine powers. But divine tests you 
all the time. Within the same week. | get a phone 
call from America from the Elizabeth Foundation 
for The Arts, and they said to me, is that Lallitha 
Jawahirilal? | said yes. They said we are very 
pleased to say that you just received the Elizabeth 
Foundation for The Arts, you can get that $12 000 
and one year residency in New York. Okay. So | 
said but | have just accepted a position in South 
Africa? And how can | back out because all my 
brothers and sisters are going back to South Africa, 
and they going to be upset with me if | go to New 
York, post-apartheid. So | said, then she said that 
you're going to — so she was very pleased. So | 
said do me one thing, give me the cash, give me 
the money, the $12,000 but | can't do the residency 
now, because | have to go to South Africa. She 
said don't worry about that. | said but what | will do, 
| will do a show in London. | will do a research 
project and do a show with your money. Right, she 
said to me, we are going to do something 
wonderful with you Lallitha. For one year, they put 
me on the Management Committee in New York, 
but they used the Foundation for The Arts. Now, 
that was very, very good of them, you know. So | 
got the money, and then | was sent off to South 
Africa. And there our journey began. The South 


African journey. 


So | know you don't like speaking specifically about 
your art, but | am going to ask you a few specific 
questions about your art. 


Okay. 
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So in you, this phrase often comes up in regards to 
art. “Oh, South Africa you have turned my world 
completely upside down”. You used that post- 
apartheid. What does this phrase mean to you? 


Yes. Because, you know, if you, if for example we 
had to lock in time and you talk to my colleagues 
here, they will tell you life in London is very easy. 
It's like in London it's like heaven on earth, really, 
people are good there, if you are good in anything, 
they let you go with it. If you are good in piano, they 
will push that, they will promote that. Now I'm 
coming back to South Africa, | am coming back to 
UDW, | arrived at UDW, people are very good to 
me but right away, it's a sucky feeling: | see the 
students and | can see their suffering. | can see 
their, | can see, | can, they are traveling from 
townships, they traveling in buses, sometimes two 
or three buses. It's not safe. Some of them there is 
economic problems, then I'm dealing with a big 
HIV, HIV/AIDS across South Africa. How do we 
take it into public art, because we have 
communities, we have the Muslim community, we 
have the Shandor community, we have the Indian 
Hindu community. You can't upset people by 
drawing explicit things about HIV. So we have to 
take it in like mythological ways. So South Africa 
changed my way of thinking. Totally now, | have to 
think differently. | have to put, take on what before 
| was getting, was all my, you know, achievements 
and people were just pouring lots of love into me. 
They were loving my paintings, they were buying 
things. But now it's no longer about me, | have to 


give. | have to see every student that's coming 
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there. We have to try to get them to pass. How? 
You don't just pass them. You have to teach them, 
you have to show them. So these are the things 
and, and you yourself know you, Gary and Gogo, 
Kevin Govender, all of them, you know, you know, 
when | first saw Sharlene, | saw there is this young 
girl from an Indian town, she's there, and she's 
lapping up all the attention and | went up to her and 
| said, “If you think that’s what you are going to do 
here, yes fine, you will remain like this. But you 
have to think high. You have to be, don't, don't be 
like the mediocre.” She looked at me and | 
challenged her. She took the challenge. Then | met 
Gabby. Gabby was marching in every day. Gabby, 
she was coming in with these paintings. | said, 
“Please come here.” | was a painting lecturer. | 
said, “Can you tell me about this painting,” and | 
noticed that her, her work was very painterly. She 
could paint, you know. To paint. To put oils 
together is very hard, but she could paint. | noticed 
the same with Sharlene, she could, she, she had it, 
she could paint and draw. She was excellent, she 
and Vedant. Vedant did not listen, but she listened 
and Gabi listened. | said to Gabi, “Now you are 
going to take it forward.” And so | had students like 
that and Prof. Ntuli he will also — and she changed 
our lives, the most wonderful. Our beauty at UDW 
came from the students. | had, we had outreach, 
we used to go out there Ladysmith, we had so 
much fun. The students were just brilliant, they 
were just like divine bundles of energy. So that, 
those paintings relate to that. 
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So all your artworks are titled by hopes. Can you 
tell us about your writing of poetry for quite a long 
time? What does poetry offer you as a means of 


art? 


Yes, can | just read some, yes just hold that. Okay, 
| will just randomly just read a poetry okay? 
“Completed, color after color. 

Getting resolved. 

Not knowing why, or for whom. 

Only know Guru is great, beautiful, shining, 
compassionate. 

Not this, not that, yet complete. 

Life is a mess without Guru 

Guru is God and will take you within if you are silent 
enough” 


Okay. That is something I'm doing recently 
because | realized that everything that I've 
achieved in this birth is because of established 
higher powers on the earth. And the two of the 
established higher powers on this earth that | have 
met, one is Sai Baba and the other one is the Sri 
Guru Deva. So and also by previous births, my, my 
family members, my friends and all of you, the 
people like Professor Ntuli, Antoinette, you, all of 
us together, collectively. Because energy, if you 
look at us, we are all connected through energy, 
the same soul in you is the same soul in you. And 
art is about all of this. If you look at the way Van 
Gogh painted, he got so absorbed in his paintings, 
it becomes like meditation. At that moment when 
you don't paint, you're not making art, there are no 
thoughts. Right? Your mind is empty. And, and you 
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click with the higher power. And it's that high power 
that takes over. Right. 


So that is an interesting conversation that | had 
with you once is that, | once, | used to think that 
this figure, these smaller figures was just multiple 
selves of you. And then you said to me actually it 
is not. You said to me that, because | thought 
maybe, you know, you were denoting importance, 
like in Egyptian paintings where there is smaller 
selves and there’s bigger selves and it denotes 
hierarchy or perspective. And you said to me that 
is not what it is. It is actually past selves and past 


traces of lives that ...[intervened] 
Yes, it's okay ...[intervened] 


And then you said to me it's actually divine force 
that imitate that, a supreme force that you were 
actually presenting. And then | said to you but, if 
that's the case, why does it look like you? And you 
said to me, when you think about your past, if you 
think about the divine force, it comes to, we as 
human beings, we think about the divine force, the 
only thing that we know is representations of 
ourselves. Because God is limitless and so we limit 
God to how we think about stuff and everything, 
and we limit God to representations of ourselves. 
And so, when we think about God, he is filtered 


through notions of ourselves. 
Yes, because God is unlimited. 


And so we limit God to the representations of 
ourselves. So that's why God ends up looking like 


you at times? 
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Okay. When you are an artist or a writer, everything 
that you are doing is to do with your, experience 
comes on three levels, because remember, you 
are this physical body. The soul cannot do anything 
without the body. The body is needed, you need it, 
this is the house of the soul. You need a physical 
body, okay? The mind like | said before, it does not 
exist as an organ, but the mind is a bundle of 
thoughts. Right? So wherever you are, whatever 
you are creating, it is influenced by surrounding 
areas, by what you see. Now, what do you see 
most? The artist sees themselves the most, 
morning to night. If you look in the mirror, you're 
looking at yourself. If you ask anyone in this room, 
who do you love the most, Professor Ntuli is not 
going to say, “I love that one. He is going to say, “I 
love myself.” Myself means the soul in me, the God 
in me, myself, you understand? | love this God in 
me, because without that self in him, that power in 
him, he cannot walk. He cannot create those 
beautiful sculptures. He will just, that body is like a 
clock. It will disintegrate, you see. It's the same with 
you. You are Sharlene, right. You know this self. 
You know your experiences. So now I’m in South 
Africa and this painting was done in South Africa. 
If you look at South Africa for example, if you look 
at the material you know, it's no longer art, its art 
and design. Royal College changed their whole 
slogan. When | was there in, studying there, they 
called it “The Art and Design School’. The reason 
is now, things are no longer fine art alone. Design, 
everything is design. If you look at the painting, 
now if you look at South Africa, the design of the 
cloth, it is so unique, okay. It is the most beautiful 
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design. It represents — whoever designed that, for 
them it represents something, right? If you look at 
the way people dress, for example, | saw 
Antoinette dressed in a traditional way. Everything, 
it has a meaning, it has a feeling, so if you look at 
the collages there, can you see the cloth | am 
using? Then I'm also doing the cow symbol, can 
you see the cow? Now, from the time I'm born, I'm, 
I'm Hindu, so the cow is a symbol of love, peace, 
it's a religious symbol to me, so that's also there. 
So in this painting there's a lot of silhouettes. 
There's a lot of people, this, this boat, now always 
a boat to means, a boat means that this is how | 
see it. I'm not saying every religious group sees it 
like that. I'm not talking also from the point of 
religion, I'm talking about spirituality. | see it like this 
that the soul never dies. It's the body, when you 
grow old, or if you haven't disease the body has to 
go, you just sleep, you come back with a new body, 
| see it like that. The soul continues the journey, 
okay. If you create a mythology around that, then 
water is very important, there is a sea. And there is 
a boat. The boatman awaits, you cross this ocean 
of birth and death, you understand? So these sort 
of things. 


So if you want to define yourself because people 
don't like to boxed into categories, but would you 
think of yourself as, because you at one stage you 
went very deep into abstraction, you, unm, Abstract 
Expressionist. You were a colourist. How would 


you categorize yourself? 


Okay. When | went for my interviews, the first thing 
that they said to me at Campbell's School of Art, 
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again at Royal College, they said to me you are a 
natural colorist, okay. And then | knew, this was so 
natural to me. | never learned to draw or paint, you 
know, growing up. | could place colors perfectly. | 
could create colors and make a drawing out of it. | 
could create perspective with colors, and they were 
right. So | was a colorist. But then they used to also 
say, “You are creating images in a semi-abstract 
background.” Okay. So the background will have 
some abstract in it, some images. Now if you look 
all around you, there is form and there is formless. 
Okay, the only time it is formless is when you get 
into that state where there is absolutely no 
thoughts and absolutely formless. Like a painter, 
an artist, musicians | will put it that way. If you are 
so absorbed for two or three hours just doing your 
work, you forgot to think about going to the 
bathroom, going eating. This one, that one. This 
thing that thing, your pressure of life, your 
problems, do | have money, don't |. You have 
forgotten, you are just in an absolute state of bliss 
creating a work of art, right. So, everything in the 
work of art will have all of that. And it changes 
according to your state. Mind is also very important 
because mind can take you to the lowest level or 
to the highest level. Depends on how you work with 
your mind, okay. It depends on where your physical 
body being stationed at any particular time. Where 
your mind is at, okay. And, and what's your 
environment. Like if | stayed for one month in this 
area, then and | was painting, then my paintings 
will become obsessive of what the students are 
wearing, how they are walking, what they are 


thinking, some work, art, poetry about them. 
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Because when | entered here, | saw students with 
beautiful hairstyles, this was, it's nice to see. It's 
nice to see everyone, everyone looks so, so 
motivated, so confident. They seem to know what 
they doing, you know, so it's like that. So, art is like 
that. It moves, it is not static. That time was post- 
apartheid. | was painting, | was fascinated by the, | 
still am, the African primitive. It's just so beautiful. 
And | tried to bring it into my work. 


So I'm going to take a few minutes to narrate how, 
how | met Lallitha, and the kind of influence she 
had. So the first year students at the University of 
Durban Westville. So, when | am in Durban, in my 
comfort zone, a few things happen: My face bloats, 
my accent speeds up _ exponentially, words 
condense and become one. | become much 
louder, like township louder. And above all, | 
become very excited. And so | am not this version 
of myself. It's taken a lot of, a long time to become 
this version where | speak much more calmly. And 
so | was with all the other first year students, the 
first year studio doing drawing. Talking very much 
in the way that | usually talk. And Lallitha was this, 
the drawing lecturer in that studio or this new 
painting lecturer in that, based in that studio. And 
| was doing the most, as | usually am. And so one 
day she comes rushing out of the studio with her 
sandal raised up, ready to hit me. And | notice it on 
the side of my eye and | started running. 
[reminiscently laughing] So she started running 
after me, trying to hit me with the sandal. And so 
we ended up laughing. And then she invited me to 


participate in the school’s community mural 
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project, and she had an outreach project. And so 
over the next however many years | became 
involved in the department's community mural 


projects. So that's me. | was much - [intervened] 


Oh my God, that's, that is Joseph Tshabalala from 


...[intervened] 


And so, as you can see all these things, and this is 
my private archive, but when you go to Durban, 
Ladysmith, Maritzburg, we did all these community 
mural projects. Whether it was hospital, schools, 
doing fabric dye workshops, T-shirt paintings, 
working with street kids, passers-by. And | want to 
make it clear why you're so amazing because | 
think people take you for granted being in 
interracial spaces these days. [intervened] 


This is the Joseph Tshabalala group. 


So, this is us. We come from segregated spaces, 
so we are all coming from townships, our own — 


[intervened] 
Ah, this is our old groups. Yeah, [intervened] 


So, I’m coming from Indian townships. Everybody 
is coming from Black townships, Coloured 
townships, — [interrupted] 


That is Saajidah on the back, isn’t it? 
Geeta. 
Oh, that's our Geeta Ramparsad, from Mauritius. 


And so the only times we are interacting in any 
inter-racial way is in this outreach place in UDW. 
It's the first time coming out of apartheid that we 
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are interacting in any interracial way. So for us, 
when we were going on these outreach spaces, it's 


the first time we're are living together in any way. 


And tell them how | used to make you live, | used 
to put the — [intervened] 


She would do this on purpose: she would take us 
to Ladysmith and put us into Indian households. 
Households that never entertain any students of 


mixed races? 


Ya. Or | put the Whites with the African houses, the 


Africans the, you Know mix everyone up. 


And she would make it like the most normal thing 
ever, for everybody. And you know we continued 


to work together ... 
Yes, and everyone got on well. Didn't they? 


Yes and so she was the only lecture as well from 


Pitika that had never tried — [intervened] 
Vukile, and Thuli and, 


Yes, but other people judged us on our, on our 
racial nonsense. Like, after our nonsense. But 
imagine that people who lived in London came 
back and treated us like it was completely normal 
with what we were doing. And so, you know, it was 
so important that very often Lallitha would say 
prophetic things and many years later it became 
true. And so there would be no Art on our Mind and 
there would be no Sharlene Khan, or there would 
be a very different version of Sharlene Khan if it 
were not for Lallitha, because | still recall wnat she 


constantly said. And it's so amazing that Lallitha 
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saw from the very first time that she met me when 
| was 18 years old, that she saw my potential when 
| often didn’t see my potential. So she has been 
tutoring me from the time | was 18 years old. She 
sat me down and gave me a good talking to as you 
have just heard when | needed to. She told me to 
chase my dreams when | spent too much time 


chasing boys. ...[laughing] 


| said you can either get married and have 10 
children or you can become great. You know at the 


age of 18 she was surrounded — [intervened] 


To do my MA and she mentored me in more 
practical ways that | can mention. And that has 
never stopped from 1995 to 2019. So that even if 
she is in the Himalayas and | send her a 
WhatsApp, | know | will get an answer eventually. 
That commitment has never stopped and firstly | 
want to say thank you — publicly, because | don't 
think that that is ever something that | have ever 
taken for granted. So in lots of ways, you know, 
when people like myself don't come from 
households where we have parents, who have had 
university education or art degrees, it's people like 
you that have stood in that gap and made us who 
we are. So very publicly, thank you for that. 
[inspired applause] 


| will have to thank you Sharlene because you gave 
me the opportunity. 


No, but seriously you are like my half mother. A 
really crazy one and, but it's not just me, this is 
something very fundamental to who you are when 


passing this on to young people, isn’t it? 
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Yes, yes, it's important. It's important to show, you 
have, you have to, you have to tell them they have 
to have tremendous potential in them. They can do 


things, that is really important. 


In 1995 and 1997 you're giving, you were given a 
mayoral citation by the mayor of Ladysmith, and 
you even had your footprints in a cabinet at 
Ladysmith town hall center. 


Cultural center, 


How did, it is not often in a lifetime that artists are 
given due recognition. What did it feel like because 
you have done so much for your, for your home 
town. What did it feel like to be given that 


recognition by your hometown? 


| was surprised but what, what happened was, 
they, all members of that time, my family members, 
all my uncles were there, and the mayor came, it 
was more or less like a surprise. And then the Fifi 
Mayer, she was very good. They arranged, it was 
Joseph Tshabalala’s group, my, me and a few of, 
five or six of us there, they cemented our footprints 
and then they put our work up in cabinet. | think the 
town was very pleased and David Sandton, he is 
the Professor from University of California, 
Berkeley, he came and did research on that. He 
wrote a book about it. It did two things for me: | was 
very pleased with the University of Durban, 
Westville students, with all of you, you get 
recognition because you'll be in that book. And 
then the town of Ladysmith gave the, that award 
was not just given to me, it was to all of you 


because you all did it, the paintings were all of 
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yours. Your paintings still hang up, | have paintings 
of you, Gabi, all of them. They still hang up in the 
walls in Allo Park, in Windsor Secondary you see 
the painting. Geeta Ramparsad, she's in Mauritius. 
She's very shy artist, Sharlene will tell you. But we 
gave her a whole wall and she painted beautifully, 
you remember? So there the paintings are all there 
and for me that recognition was not about me, it 
was about all of you. That post-apartheid, it has 
happened. And if you go to the hospital, in those 
walls, we have all, David, you know, David, all of 
them, they painted. They are all there in the 


children's wards. 


And | think what was important about that, and | 
think that was what Pitika and others passed on to 
us was the fact that it was a fine arts and it was 
very, our education was very non-hierarchical. It 
wasn’t Western Art on emphasis, but it was African, 
Indian, Western, Islamic, it was mural art. It was 
graffiti, everything was taught in one breath. And 
so it was_ incredibly non-hierarchical, this 
approaching in | think it was six years that | 
managed to get, so that you know, it carried me 
through so that when | encountered fine art and its 
elitism and that it was such a shock to me that 
people taught in such one dimensional ways and it 
was like oh this is art. When we got this from first 
year, and we understood what it meant what 
creativity and when you interacted from the first 
year with communities like this and we saw what it 
meant, to take a bare wall and try and transform it. 
And what it meant to the community. And so it's like 


okay art is not just this thing you make on canvass 
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and you sell, but what it means to transform the 


space and life with art. 


Yes, if you look at communities for example the 
Indian communities in, | am talking about Asia, 
India and those areas and you look at Africa, we 
will just take South Africa for example. You will find 
that art is done on walls, homes on the street, 
outside, because for many centuries they want the, 
art is a way of showing or inviting people to enjoy 
the atmosphere. It has never been an indoor thing. 
In Europe, it was indoor, because it's too cold to 
paint outside. It rains all the time so it was indoors, 
so we just did something there in Ladysmith. We 
brought the art to the people. 


Okay Lallitha, | have two more questions for you 
and then we are going to move to the last segment 
now. So the ability to detach yourself from that 
position was a gradual one, which | witnessed, and 
| was a very direct beneficiary of it. So between 
1999 and 2000, when you eventually left for India, 
you actually gave me an extensive collection of 
Black feminists and South African literature and art 
books, including original copies of Staff Rider and 
art, you know, which | treasure, which have actually 
contributed to our Black Feminist Reading group till 
this day. The sense of [Miriam] Makeba and [Hugh] 
Masekela, Oliver Mtukudzi. So, unm, even though 
I've watched you go thought that process and you 
went from a capitalistic art world in Central London 
and then South African Academy and now you 
have gone to living in rural settings in India, how 
have you made, like this mental, emotional and 


financial transitions? It’s quite extreme. 
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Okay, it is extreme. It’s actually and it's been like 
that my whole life. If you think of it, | came from 
small town, then | end up in London amongst the 
Lords and Ladies and migrants, immigrants, 
always there is two things. There is this an that, 
migrants, immigrants, this community, refuges and 
then the Lords, the upper classes, the aristocrats, 
and when | came to South Africa then again we 
have with the UDW, you know lecturing, a 
lecturer's position, research funds being granted 
by the university. Well, what happened was, I've 
always meditated ever since | was young, and 
when | had gone to London | don't know, | felt like 
a great need to do yoga, which | did, | did yoga. 
And if everything, every yoga position | did, | could 
do it naturally. | could do the breathing very 
naturally, naturally, as if I'd done it many, many 
times before. Meditation, | had a very, very spiritual 
experience in London, just around when | was 
living in Gospel Oak, one day | was meditating, | 
had a Jyothi, and | was sitting in front of the flame 
looking at the flame, and for about three hours, | 
was totally not there. | don’t, | don't know how to 
explain it. My body's there. Everything's there, but 
there was no longer any mind. When | came out to 
that condition, | then — | live near the park, so | took 
a walk. | lived in Gospel, Old Hampstead Heath is 
there, and | began walking Hampstead Heath. And 
really you have to believe me because you've seen 
the kind of work I've done, I'm not going to lie about 
this: | entered the park and like somebody that's 
one kilo or two kilometers away, | could hear their 
voices as if they were right there. And | was looking 
at the trees, Hampstead Heath, by itself is the most 
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beautiful park in the world. It's absolutely beautiful. 
But what | was seeing now was not the Hampstead 
Heath on the earth, okay. | saw blue, looked like 
blue-green, pinks and every color was different, it 
was shimmering. And it was absolutely beautiful. 
And | realized that | had entered this state of 
consciousness that is just most amazing. | have to 
go back to my room. But | didn't realize that | hadn't 
eaten for the whole day, on the way but bought 
some beans and went back to my room. And from 
that moment onwards, every day | used to take a 
train, overground train to go to my studio in 
Stratford. | would get up in the morning and | can't 
sit down, and about two hours would go, then | 
would say | have to get to the studio, go to the over 
ground where | get, again | would be looking, it was 
beautiful, get to my studio, sit down again and enter 
a state of absolute bliss. Then go to visit my friend. 
And, and this is what was going on. And | had then 
realized that living on earth now is going to be, it's 
gonna be a dream, wonderful. [laughing] It didn’t 
matter where | lived anymore. Because it's not the 
physical anymore, I'm living’ within, you 
understand? So when, when | remembered my 
dream of Sai Baba, he said to me go and serve me 
for six years and then he lived there, that was 
exactly | had to go to Australia. | was invited by 
Monash University in 2001. | had to go during the 
centenary celebration, | had to represent South 
Africa UDW arts, right? But February | was in the 
Sai Baba ashram and Sai Baba came and he said, 
“Go and come.” That's not directly to me, but and 
when, and | remember in 1999, | was in, | was in 


this Ashram and Sri Gurudev was there, he is real 
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nice soul he is a great Rishi, a very great Rishi. He 
is on this earth, a gift from the gods, you know. He 
is a divine, godly man. He said to me, “You have 
no worldly life. You can even stay here we will 
totally take care of you”, you know. And he 
recognized that, that | had no interest in monetary 
things and this and that, and that, in a way to be an 
artist, you can ask my colleagues here, it's a 
wonderful thing, it's a wonderful thing, it's like 
meditating the whole day. Right? So it wasn't 
difficult because my mom said, “Lallitha, if you go 
and live in the Ashram, | will die happily because | 
worry about you. You are so different. You're not 
materialistic.” And, | saw on one Tuesday night, 
Rose Korber and all the Galleries were calling my 
up and all my paintings were getting sold. People 
were coming in asking for Lallitha Jawahirilal and 
everyone said, what is going on, and | said | think | 
am supposed to leave, because remember | was 
not old enough to get a pension from UDW, | had 
a provident fund. So | knew the time is right, | got 
the invitation. | could go and stay in the Ashrams, 
those are my two homes. And South Africa is my 
home, all of you are my divine family, | can stay any 
time with all of you. You are the gods and 
goddesses here, you know. So, that was it. It was 
so easy. When | went there, the first week, | was 
so blissful in that Ashram, | was walking and a 
motorbike was coming very slowly, almost touched 
me and | said, “You have to be careful how you 
walk,” and it was a student and he said to me but 
you should see your condition. He said you have to 
ground, you understand? It meant that | had to like, 
you know, | had to be realistic. You can't live in a 
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blissful state, you can, it’s wonderful. But you also 
have to do things. You have to ground, you have to 
write, you have to paint, you have to keep doing 
things, because I'm born in the body, on the earth, 
you have to be involved in the environment. The 
rivers are going dry now. There's so much of 
mining, so much of dams all over the world, you 
understand. Abuse against women and child and 
this so you have to, you can't be a saint in a cave. 
You have to be out there wherever it is, so it is, | 
am still doing the same thing Sharlene. | go out to 
school, we don't, except we don't get paid for 
anything, but money has never been my interest, 
you know. We go out there, we encourage the 
young kids. | come to South Africa, we do the same 
thing here. We encourage the women, the men | 
say look, you know you are not just this bundle of 
body that you see, there is more in you, you have 
got to keep doing. Tracy Emin said this in one of 
her video’s, she said, “If you're an artist and get up 
in the morning, just do something.” She said it 
doesn't matter, it doesn't have to be a painting, a 
sculpture. You can go and just start sitting making 
some embroidery. So we created the notion that 
embroidery is not fine art, you Know, just do 
something creative. And keep it so, so it is like that 


for me Sharlene. 
Thank you. 


You know | am not, how should | put it? It's like 
when you ground, when you ground you become 
more, I'm also not after power but | am not going to 
say no, [laughing] you understand. If God comes 
or Rishi comes and says Lallitha, | am giving you 
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this power, | will say yes thank you. Right. 
Because we all need power to survive. To do work 
on the earth you need power, you need money. I'm 
not saying to all of you now stop earning, no. To do 
good work you do need money. How are you going 
to do, money is power, but not to be abused not to 
be horded for the self. You have to share it, you 
have to let you know, that that's it. 


So, Lallitha we have come to the segment where 


you are going to answer — 
Fast ...[laughing] 
Fast. Fast, Lallitha. 


Okay, | just want to say one thing. She was my 
student and she is tormenting me today. [laughing] 


Fast, Lallitha. 

Okay. 

Okay. What delights you instantaneously? Fast! 
To see everyone happy endlessly. 
What's you pet peeve? 

What's my? 

Pet peeve. 

Peeve? 

Yes? 

What you mean? 

Annoyance. What you don't like. 
What | don't like. 
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Yes, and what annoys you 
What irritates you? 
This question? 


What irritates me? [laughing]. | can't stand the 
smell of smoke, cigarette smoke. If somebody 
drinks it's okay, but cigarette smoke actually it 


irritates me. 
What's your least favorite colour? 


My least favorite colour? | love all colors Sharlene, 


because it's God’s creation. 


Do you have a favorite book or writer? Or if you 


were a literary character, who would you be? 


| can't say | have a favorite book or writer because 
| think | love all, | love writing. But | loved 
Dostoyevsky when | was young ... if | was a? 


If you were a literary character, who you would be. 
Dostoyevsky ...[laughing] 
Who is your favorite artist? 


| loved Ken Kiff, but he left his body young. He was 
my, one of my lecturers, his work was outstanding. 
| wish he would have got famous, and | do like 
Baselitz and Penk ...[laughing] 


Who is your heroine? 
Who is my heroine? Antoinette. [laughing] 


If you could bring any artwork into your life? Which 


one would you want? 
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Sharlene Khan’s. [laughing] And Pitika Ntuli’s, if | 
had the house for it. 


Which artist, artwork or art movement do you 
dislike? 


No, | don't — | think all art comes from cosmic 


creations so | have to love all of them. [laughing] 
What kind of song gets you going? 


Oh, | must have a Christian in some birth because 


| love Amazing Grace. [laughing] 
What is your favorite word? 
What are my favorite? 

What is your favorite word? 
Love and Peace. 

What is your least favorite word? 
No. Don't say no, rather say yes. 
What turns you on? 


What turns me on? Good food, like my favorite food 
is Paneer of course, but | can't eat it, because it is 


fattening. [laughing] 
What turns you off? 


What turns me off, what turns me off? This like 


secrets man. [laughing] 
What makes you laugh? 


[inaudible 1:57:45] 
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What makes me laugh? | think children make me 
laugh, they are so innocent. They say such funny 
things. 


What is your best virtue? 
What's my best virtue? Honesty. 
What is your idea of misery? 
Of? 

Misery? 


My idea of misery? Gosh | don't think | am 


miserable. | don't have a misery? 
Somebody boring you? 


Yes, somebody boring me [laughing] If | have to sit 
next to somebody for 10 hours they are 
complaining all the time. A complaining mind. 
That's a misery. A complaining, because | think we 
should never complain. We should keep, you know 
complaining here. Or a godly mind. Gossiping and 


complaining. 

What sound or noise do you love? 
What sound or noise? Musical. 
What sound or noise do you hate? 


At the moment where | live the dogs bark. There is 
one dog, he is an army dog. Not here, there in 
South Africa, | just moved from one place, he 
barks, he is a little dog, you know, and | have to 
control myself to be loving from where | am. 
Because you can't send out hate feelings to that 


dog, forget it, it is not good faith. So | have to just 
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think he just barks for any little thing. And it is most 
disturbing. 


What is your favourite swear word? 


| don't swear, | can't bear swearing. Because | tell 
you why, | have seen with children you know if they 
learn to swear, then they start getting values that 
are wrong and it becomes like a bully and | have to 
see what happens. Not maybe in the society we 
are living in, but in the poorest society, congested 


society. | have seen it happening. 


What profession other than your own would you 
like to attempt? 


| think | might have been an actress in another birth 
[laughing]. | like acting but again if like | was 
useless in everything else as a child, | should go 
into acting. [laughing] You know my dad said | 
would be rejected immediately. 


What profession would you not like to do? 


What profession would | not like to do? A train 
driver. [laughing] It's very boring to drive a train 
because it's 24 hours to get from one place to the 
other. 


How would you like to die? 


Oh | would like to just sleep, my body, my soul has 
to just try, | have already, | spoke to God, Guru’s 
and everyone, all of nature, | said please | don't 
want cancer, | don't want a heart attack, | don't 
want to fall and break any legs, | don't want 
diabetes, | don't want any serious injury, do you 


mind just within five minutes just that's it. Happily 
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[laughing] And | don't want when | die, please, all 
of you, on Facebook and carrying on, you know, 
you should all celebrate because remember | am 
watching you. The soul never, | am watching 
everything. So no drama please. Be practical. 
[laughing] 


If heaven exists what would you like to hear God 


say when you arrive? 
If heaven exists. 


If heaven exist what would you like to hear God say 


when you arrive? 


“Oh, | am very pleased with you.” God saying that 
to me. [laughing] 


We have time for a few questions. 


But | think that is a good thing, | am really pleased, 
if God says to me, “I am really pleased with you, 
Lallitha,” | am ready to die this minute. [laughing] 


[laughing] You would have already died. 


[laughing] No, no. Then, yes, | am dead now, but it 
means | have done things correctly on the earth. 


Yes, but if you are hearing that you already died? 


Yes, if he says | am pleased with you. Can | ask 


you one question. 
You going to ask me a question? 


Do you think God will be pleased with me? 
[heartwarmingly asks] 


Exceedingly so. 
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Oh good. Because it means, the God is in you also 


so you have answered that question. 


Okay, firstly, it's an honor just to stand in front of 
you to ask a question, a simple question. 


Thank you very much it's an honor to meet you all. 
Do you still consider yourself clumsy? 


Yes, very. Last night | dropped something, | 
dropped the what you call it, lampshade, after the 
lampshade then | almost dropped something else. 
Very clumsy. 


Can you just briefly talk about your creative 
process in particular, this painting in front of us. I'm 
more interested in how you conceptualize and start 


to finish things. 


Okay? All right, | work, | don't like, sometimes if | 
have to, | like to work with pencil and do portraits 
which | do, but | like working | like working with 
colors and layer upon layer of colors. | work with 
mixed media, oils, watercolour, the washes, | don't 
use acrylic because acrylic gives a very plastic 
image. When you work like that you will understand 
that. It, acrylic on it's own is wonderful, and when | 
work, because | like to work with intuition and allow 
myself to get absorbed in the painting, whatever 
forms start coming in that space and it is created, 
allow it to be. And then there is a particular point 
when | know | cannot work anymore. It's finished. 
Because if you carry on then it's you now working 
from the body and the mind not the from the soul. | 
also like to do collage work. | love collages. So a 
lot of my works are collage based. Collage has a 
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certain magic in it, when cutting up materials and 
pasting and here in South Africa, you have such a 
great advantage because you have a lots of design 
on materials, a lot of wonderful designs and you 
get, you can become, you know, you are bringing 
to the world something new as an artist from South 
Africa. | don't think artists have realized about the 
South African transitions. You come to Ladysmith 
and look at them you can see them. The African 
women there. Their clothes, they are beautiful. 


| have a question about consciousness maybe or 
mindfulness, which you touched on a lot as you 
have been speaking. Actually, from your childhood 
throughout there has been this natural way that you 
have existed and it sounds like it's just become 
stronger and stronger to be aware of a kind of 
where your consciousness is, where your power is, 
where you are situated and how to do good and 
positive things from that. To working from your 
positivity. | wanted to ask for someone who relates 
to that strongly, but feels quite far away from that, 
what advice would you give a young person who, 
like a young person who, I’m like asking for a favor 
with me, [laughing] what advice would you give to 
someone like me who, | know that that is the place 
that | existed and work from. But there are things, 
there are ways, there are habits that I'm fighting 
with this material world that kind of restrict, it feels 
like restrict how far into mindfulness, awareness 
and bliss, there are things restricting that mental 
process for me. | am wondering if you had that? 


You know first of all, you have to understand that 
we are born on the earth, right? And you are born 
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to the day you are going to die. So you have to live 
in this physical body. You are born in a family, 
okay. And the community, you are born in a family 
and a community. Then you have to think because 
now you're old enough to understand yourself 
more, you have to understand, you're going to 
university, you are Sharlene’s student, okay. We 
have a thing called, in India we call it Samskaras 
and Vasanas. Previous births, impressions and 
habits and Karmas, good actions that we did. Now 
the fact that — this is just to encourage you, that you 
are a Student, you're a university student, right, and 
the, all the great Gurus and | am not just talking 
about the Indian Gurus, Rumi said it also, Kabir 
said it also, they said, “Whoever you meet in this 
birth, you have known before. Wherever you are 
born, you have come there for a purpose,” right. In 
another birth, think of it this way, you may have 
been a princess in North Africa or in Egypt, you 
know. It's all in this birth that you are this right. We 
are, if you believe in reincarnation, for example, if 
you look at it like this, you have been to university, 
so you must have done something wonderful to 
give you the privilege, you are attending WITS. 
There are so many other kids that can't go to 
university. There are people in India and in Asia 
that get married of an age of 16. And it is because 
the parents don't have money and there is no 
paying tuition. | am not saying it happens to all of 
them. So it means that you have reached a certain 
level of evolution. We evolved from plant life, 
animals, insect, plant, animal, to you. Those 
animals that be with humans like dogs and cats 
and birds, they can live with us. Then next for you 
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your human life. Then in human life the people with 
animal qualities, the murderers, these kinds of 
people, the strugglers, there will be but when you 
come to a place like this now you are going to 
universities, supportive parents, good community, 
people you had to charm, it means now you are on 
a certain level and you can ask these questions. 
Now that is very interesting, okay. Once you ask 
this question: where do | go, who am |? Where do 
| go from here? You see, you in this body, and it's 
mine, but this body is not a permanent thing. Every 
minute is changing. The mind is changing. One 
minute you are in Europe, the next minute here and 
then Soweto and then, you can live your life, 
according to another human being, life on this earth 
is like going to university. You learn lessons. 
Through your suffering with other people and 
through your happiness with other people. Okay. If 
somebody did not give me something, okay, then | 
would not have risen above and said hey Lallitha, 
you have your own power, why rely on that one’s 
power, you understand. If somebody and this is a 
teenage problem because they going through 
adolescence, girl, boy, a lot of parents so many 
things neh, so you have your own power. | told this 
to Sharlene years ago, you can either get absorbed 
like so many, but if you are brilliant, do something 
about it. Get somewhere you understand. So daily 
you have 24 hours in the day that you have, you 
have a pen and a book, you write your feelings 
down, when you write anything down, it looks at 
you and you write your feelings down. Okay, and 
then once write it, you see here what is troubling 


you. You look at other girls and boys similar to you. 
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SHARLENE KHAN: 


LALLITHA JAWAHIRILA: 


Like a group. You go there you talk about things, 
you don't bottle it up. If it's a boy problem, then you 
don't get oppressed and suppressed. This is most 
dangerous when one human being could suppress 
you or oppress you. You cannot think anyone in 
this world a Brahmajala, but we can teach them 
that every human being has their own power, they 
should not be subjugated to another person's 
mental slavery or mentality. Then you must not at 
your leaders around you, right? You will get the 
thorns and roses but just a classic example. 
Professor Ntuli lives in South Africa, Sharlene lives 
in South Africa, Fouad lives in South Africa, 
Antoinette live in South Africa, just phone them up 
and say — or go there. Why can't you become 
another Ntuli, you understand? He is also a human 
being the same like you, God didn’t give him an 
extra arm or extra brain or anything. The same 
thing. It's just that he went deeper within, he 
decided no, | am going to fight this thing, why 
should this one do this to me. | am not going to 
accept this. You don't let anyone put you down 
except what your soul wants. If you, if you close 
your eyes and your soul is happy, you will feel 
good. If somebody is making you unhappy and 
things aren't, talk to them. Does that help, a little 
hey? 


| think also what Thandi is ask for is how one 


reaches, how one starts accessing the divine? 


No | can even say like | said, | said for example, 
keep a book with you and a pen, right. What is 
divine? There is a God, there is a God, you know 


what happens, we look for God everywhere else 
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but God is very smart. Do you know what he said? 
“Human beings will never look for me within, so 
that's where | am going to sit,” you understand 
that? So God is in you. So easy. And | am not stop 
going to church or to stop going to the temple. That 
is also you have to do all that, because we as 
groups now collectively. But you as a human being 
you have got 24 hours in a day, you get up, you 
say | have to bath, and | have to eat, right? Why 
can't you say, | have to sit, | am not asking to get 
up and go to the church, or do this, | am saying sit 
in your room in a quiet space, silently for half an 
hour. Play some beautiful silence. Just try to get 
calm, calm this. Calm this. You understand? Right? 
Create a space in your home when you come to 
university here, you have so much of time, all or 
our actions are outward going, right. You sit down 
quietly and you just get absorbed. It doesn’t matter 
what you get absorbed in, just, it's just you. Just 
silence that mind. It is this that is going to say to 
you are not good enough, if you listen to that mind 
you start feeling | am not good enough and then 
you say to the mind, you have to make the mind 
your friend, you know. So you say to the mind, no 
wait, | am not going to believe, you, that mind that 
said to you Sharlene is not a good lecturer, this one 
is being nasty to me, and you start getting agitated, 
you start getting angry, this is how this thing is 
coming. Like if you say to the mind no wait, stop, 
and you think of the opposite of that. But Sharlene, 
think of all the good things she did, you know if you 
are thinking somebody is bad to you, don't just 
think out the bad things, surely the person did good 
to you also. We always think about the bad. So you 
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PITIKA NTULI: 


LALLITHA JAWAHIRILA: 


PITIKA NTULI: 


have to change your way of thinking. It's that mind, 
can make you a king or a beggar, you understand. 
And | can also talk to you later, how to meditate. 
It's actually every power is all around us. The key, 
your friends, it's nothing far away. It how we are 


with everyone. 


Thank you, thank you Lallitha, Lallitha, changed 
my life, when | was being bullied when doing my 
art. She's the one who sent me to Camberwell. And 
persisted and when | got to Camber well then of 
course | had to end up in Central St Martins. And 
when | came here and | went to Wits, she says are 
you not tired of teaching little classes [intervened] 


In Management. 


You know at the end | ended up there. | am not 
going to ask you questions. As we're talking about 
writing a poem, it's long and | am not going to read 


it all, | will send it to you. 


“Lallitha does not have many stories to tell 

but she has all the stories anyone can think of 
Antoinette and | believed in her as bedtime stories 
and waking up dreams 

She has a smile of brush strokes of colors of the 
wind 

We fought wars together at home and abroad 
Sharlene can witness to this 

We lived in her paintings 

following pathways of Spiritual encounter 
unleashing its razor sharp leaves 

Rumi comes for a visit too 

leaves the spirit permanently in the stories 

Born near the river that is now thirsty 
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LALLITHA JAWAHIRILA: 


ANTOINETTE NTULI: 


LALLITHA JAWAHIRILA: 


SHARLENE KHAN: 


but the memory persists 

There were mountains too 

towering about the village you have stories to tell 
to 

She hated the schools and loved the rainbow 
even a dirty rainbow will do 


Yes we live in her colors every day of our lives” 


Beautiful, beautiful. 


My sister for many many many lives. You've 
walked with Rumi, lent the air to Kabir, we find you 
dancing in this book. To meet you to your destiny, 
we love you, take care. From Pitika and Antoinette. 
[presents Pitika Ntuli’s book to Lallitha, which she 
fondly kisses. Sharlene presents her a lovely, 
colourful painting] 


Now, Sharlene come. I'm trying to get Pitika and 
Antoinette to give a roof for my painting. [laughs] 
And I'd just like to, to tell the students quickly it is 
Antoinette and Patika, Professor Ntuli, that in 
Durban, they put a room and they call it the Lallitha 
Jawahirila Lab, remember. And my paintings, we 
went there it was so beautiful. So beautiful. And I've 
now encouraged Professor Ntuli and Antoinette to 
start an art residency program in Underberg, that's 
in the Drakensburg. They have huge, beautiful 
place there. So I'm hoping that they can get funding 
and they can, because you would all love it. You 


would love that. 


Thank you very much. And thanks, everyone for 
sticking around. That brings us to the end of the Art 
on out Mind talk. Thank you very much. Thank you 
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very much to Lallitha Jawahirila for joining us this 
this last talk. Thank you very Thank you. 
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